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Drought is a major feature of the climate of Colorado and adjacent regions.  The early 
inhabitants of this area recognized that droughts were a fact of life, as did some of the first 
Anglo-American explorers.  The political and legal history of the State of Colorado reflects an 
awareness of the quantity, seasonality, and distribution of water resources in the state.  The 
Colorado River at Lees Ferry was one of the first gage records to be reconstructed from tree 
rings, and this 450-year reconstruction reinforced the reality of periodic and recurring droughts.  
In spite of this history, the recent drought in Colorado appears to have taken some water 
managers by surprise, but it has resulted in a new awareness of the impact of sustained drought 
on the state, and the entire Colorado River Basin.  The drought and its economic, environmental, 
and political consequences have rekindled interest in extended records of stream flow that can be 
derived from tree rings.  Recent reconstructions for the Upper Colorado River Basin present 
some good news and some bad news for water resource managers, and raise questions about how 
to deal with the implications of the paleohydrologic record in the context of the Colorado River 
Compact and the Law of the River.  As water managers begin to consider these data, the 
challenge to paleoscientists is to present the information in the stream flow reconstructions in a 
way that is relevant to water management concerns, and to work collaboratively to find the best 
ways to incorporate reconstructions into water resource planning and decision-making. 
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              An emerging research problem in paleoecology and archaeology is the effect of 
prehistoric human activities on past ecosystems.   Modification of fire regimes and maintenance 
of vegetation types by prehistoric burning is well known but there are other vegetation 
management methods and resource utilization patterns that had the potential to alter vegetation 
associations to various degrees.  An example is the pine nut procurement system of the Paiute 
(Nümü) in the eastern Sierra Nevada and western Great Basin.  The Owens Valley Paiute and 
their predecessors have been collecting pine nuts, which were once a staple food, from singleleaf 
pinyon pine (Pinus monophylla) groves for at least the past 2,000 years.  According to 
informants, the groves were historically managed by pinching new growth on the trees to 
produce more female cones, removing lower branches to prevent fire “laddering”, and cleaning 
duff and other debris under the trees to also reduce fire risk and increase the efficiency of 
pinecone collecting.  The cumulative effects of this activity on the ecology of pinyon groves over 
a long period of time are not known.  Pinyon has been migrating north from a glacial refugium in 
the southern Great Basin since the past 10,000 years as climate warmed, and has expanded into 




